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INTRODUCTION

For years I worked in environments where I was tolerated, not celebrated.
Received significantly lower pay in comparison to my colleagues but
required to do double, sometimes triple, the amount of work. Burnout
quickly became a badge of honor for the sake of trying to justify my signifi-
cance in the workplace. Looking for validation in my attempt to meet the
unrealistic expectations of my supervisors. To the point where it almost cost
me my life. Unfortunately, passing out in the emergency room and being
placed on bedrest was the wake up call I needed. Changes in my personal
and professional life had to happen, immediately. Prioritizing my mental
wellbeing and standing firm on that. Not succumbing to the pressures
of perfectionism. Essentially, mastering the inner critic so that I can shift
from functioning in a performative way and live purposefully. Intentionally
seeking out opportunities that would allow me to thrive in the workspace.
Reporting to supervisors who supported the leader in me and genuinely
wanted me to evolve. In 2021, I developed a workshop called “Escape the
Cape” which focused on leadership development and emotional wellness.
The purpose of the workshop serves as empowerment for individuals to
minimize the pressure to perform and maximize the moment to produce.
Not only did it challenge participants to break barriers and dismantle myths
of professional development; it also refocused the lens of what leadership
entailed. I presented at various conferences, professional development
training, and seminars in the state of Maryland. Based on the responses I
received from my workshop and the demand needed for me to continue
the conversation, I recognized how critical it was for others to have a tan-
gible resource at their fingertips. Hence, the birth of this book.

When we create this falsehood mentality of what being super looks like, we mis-
manage the load that we are given. Capes conceal our capabilities. They shape our
udentity. It becomes a disguise from our reality. A cape does not make you powerful,
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your character does. I had to pull back the curtain and escape the cape. In a world

Silled with super women, I prefer to be Lois Lane. I refuse to allow the weight of my
cape to diminish my humanity.

Signed.

Tasha M. Wilson (The Visionary).



CHAPTER 1

A LOVING INVITATION
TO BLACK WOMEN: (RE)
CONNECTING TO OURSELVES
THROUGH THE EMBODIMENTS
OF HEALING JUSTICE

Alexis E. Hunter
University of Colorado-Boulder, USA

ABSTRACT

The ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, continued heartless state-sanctioned mur-
ders of marginalized people, and the current political state within the US has
only exacerbated the need for marginalized communities to take up heal-
ing. While ideologies around wellness have been conceptualized by those
in power as an individual journey, Black women have long been countering
these harmful, dominant ideologies by naming how transformative healing
takes place when we (re)root ourselves in the ancestral traditions of healing
justice (Ginwright, 2015; Page & Woodland, 2023). Healing justice requires
us to tend to ourselves while we simultaneously engage in the lifelong pursuit
of collective liberation (Annamma & Booker, 2020). As a Black woman, I write
this self-reflective chapter to remind us that healing justice is an ancestral
practice that helps us “return back to ourselves” by centering our holistic well-
being. Thus, healing is a radical act of refusal that requires us to pause and
care for ourselves in intuitive ways that counter antiblack and white suprema-
cist tactics that encourage us to keep going until we experience racial battle

Escape the Cape, From Existing to Evolving, pages 1-8
Copyright © 2026 by Emerald Publishing Limited
All rights of reproduction in any form reserved.
doi:10.1108,/978-1-80592-172-120251001


http://doi:10.1108/978-1-80592-172-120251001

2 = Alexis E. Hunter

fatigue (Smith, 2004). I envision this chapter to be a loving invitation to Black
women, who historically and contemporarily have always played an integral
role in dreaming and designing more loving and just futures, to also “put the
cape down” and recognize how self-preservation is critical to our livelihoods
and a way we can actively disrupt white supremacy.

Keywords: Black women; healing justice; higher education; collective care; love

OVERVIEW

As a triplet, my identity as a multiple deeply informs how I conceptualize
care and move in the world, as I have always seen myself as an extension of
my siblings. My identity as a triplet is such a beautiful part of my life and my
anchor in many ways. However, as a Black woman, I also witness and experi-
ence the harms of how Black women are positioned as multiples. In society,
we are socially constructed as caretakers, and therefore, we are expected
to critically notice, see ourselves in relation to others, and respond to take
care of our families, our communities, and the nation. Hurston (1937) uses
the metaphor of “mule of the world” to describe how Black women are bur-
dened with being overworked and mistreated.

When I was 18 years old, I left my predominately Black hometown in Illi-
nois and embarked on my undergraduate journey, the expectation of being
a multiple as a Black woman was intensified. My siblings and I had all chosen
different schools, and for the first time, I had to navigate space without their
physical presence. Although the transition to college was difficult, I was lov-
ingly held by Black women mentors (students, staff, and faculty) committed
to ensuring incoming Black students were surrounded by a loving commu-
nity. With their care, I was able to adjust and find my stride. I majored in
Secondary English Education and aspired to have a classroom of my own one
day. While in undergrad, I held various leadership positions such as Presi-
dent of the National Alliance of Black School Educators (NABSE), President
of Education Ambassadors, Resident Advisor (RA), Justice and Joy Under-
graduate Researcher, all while maintaining honor roll status, and striving to
be a present daughter, sister, and friend. I was attending a historically white
institution (HWI), and so I also was leading student efforts for racial justice.

Although I loved being supporting initiatives that supported the Black
students experience, I never noticed how involved I was on campus because
I was so used to overcommitting and overextending. As Black women, sys-
tems are designed to normalize that we are set up to do twice the work
for half the credit, and when we do not meet these expectations, we are
disposed of. These are the consequences of white supremacist plantation
politics that are designed to keep us depleted so that we are too tired to
tend to ourselves—let alone revolutionize (Harris-Perry, 2011). The Black
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woman superhero syndrome is designed to dehumanize and exhaust us.
The responsibilities placed on Black women are dehumanizing because
these expectations negatively impact our physical and psychological health
(Huddleston-Mattai, 1995). Being in environments where my humanity was
constantly disregarded was soul-crushing, and so I needed to lean into the
life-giving powers of healing justice to process and recover.

Unfortunately, the experiences I had in undergrad are common for so
many of us. James Baldwin powerfully names, “You think your pain and
heartbreak are unprecedented in the history of the world, but then you
read” (Baldwin, 1995). Understanding that led to me applying to graduate
school directly from undergrad to further explore the liberating possibili-
ties of healing justice and explore how Black women are healing amidst the
everyday violence of white supremacy. Healing justice is guided by ancestral
traditions of historically excluded communities and is a “...community-led
response to interrupt, transform, and intervene on individual/collective
trauma to sustain our emotional/physical/mental/spiritual /psychic/envi-
ronmental well-being” (Page & Woodland, 2023, p. 139). Healing justice is
a critical and expansive departure from eurocentric mental health fram-
ings. This is necessary because westernized mental health practices are
colorblind, reactionary, and temporary approaches to wellness that place
the onus on the individual without transforming our social conditions
(Kindred Southern Healing Justice Collective, 2021). Healing justice is a
guide for marginalized communities as we practice collective healing in
ways that transform our hearts and environments (McGee & Stovall, 2015).

Now as a 24-year-old who is in the early stages of navigating Black wom-
anhood and in the third year of my doctoral journey, I continue to recog-
nize how radical and necessary it is to prioritize my well-being. My healing
journey informs my personhood and my scholarship as I explore and strive
to embody the everyday practices our communities leverage to heal. Admit-
tedly, writing this piece has unearthed a bit of nerves because of the honor
and responsibility I have been afforded to speak to such a sacred commu-
nity that always uplifts and holds me. Black women historically have always
played an integral role in dreaming and designing freer more humanizing
futures, and my hope is my testimony will encourage you to pursue healing
justice alongside me as we “put the cape down” and honor our full human-
ity. I write this with the hopes that by being a willing vessel, my vulnerability
supports my own healing journey and inspires us all to “put the cape down.”

TESTIMONY

A time when I felt like my voice was unheard was in Summer 2020 while
I was an undergraduate. For context, as the US grappled with the state-
sanctioned murders of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, my university
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doubled down on preserving a statue of Thomas Jefferson that has been in
the middle of campus since 2001 (Bacharier, 2020). Black students called
for the removal of the confederate statue, but the institution refused. Miz-
zou had been a challenging place for me to inhabit since I started my col-
legiate journey, and that summer only exacerbated the racial violence my
community was experiencing. I was extremely disappointed yet unsurprised
by my institution’s lack of care for Black livelihood.

Furthermore, as a student in the College of Education, I was also pro-
cessing that one of my beloved mentors was denied tenure. I wrote let-
ters of support, met with the Chancellor to advocate for the institution to
reconsider, supported a petition via change.org—which got over 15,000
signatures, and used Twitter to call attention to her scholarship and her
immeasurable impact in the lives of Black students but unfortunately, the
decision was upheld. The denial of her tenure highlighted once again the
realities of brilliant Black women scholars who are rooted in social justice
and collective liberation (Palomar et al., 2022).

As I grieved the loss of Black life and the denial of my mentor’s tenure,
I felt called to create a space to reflect and invite fellow undergraduate
students to commit to racial transformations. I met with the dean of our col-
lege to propose a virtual open forum entitled “Beyond ESCP 2000: Moving
Past Blanket Statements” and invited College of Education undergrads to
grapple with what active allyship and standing in solidarity with Black folks
might look like. The title was inspired by a required education course for all
undergraduate students in the College of Education, Experiencing Cultural
Diversity in the United States, housed in the Education, School, and Counsel-
ing Psychology (ECSP) program. The course was created to “examine cul-
tural diversity in US Society, to increase self-awareness related to worldviews
and beliefs about diversity issues, and to increase understanding of the
intersections of multiple group identities” (University of Missouri, n.d.).
Two of my dear friends offered to join me in facilitating, and on June 10th,
2020, we hosted our virtual forum to openly discuss why our devotion to
collective liberation must be genuine and ongoing. Though the creation
of this session felt necessary to address some of the issues present in our
college, it was a lot of labor, and my friends were noticing the consequences
on my mental health.

I learned so much through these experiences because the anxiety and
exhaustion I was experiencing took a significant toll on my health. I was
experiencing racial battle fatigue (Smith, 2004) and eventually had to com-
pletely step away from my organizations and commitments because I was
so tired. Finally, I decided to “put the cape down” and ask for support. In
return, I learned the sacredness of caring for my well-being from Black
women during this time. Their guidance and reframing of what activism in
our community can look like saved my life. Black women and the ancestral
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practices of healing justice remind us that tending to ourselves is essen-
tial to communal care (Ginwright, 2015; Greene et al., 2021). They held
my hand and reminded me that amidst our very harsh realities and vio-
lent systems, we need to lovingly invite ourselves and each other to return
back to our ancestral practices that have been strategically hidden by white
supremacy. I had not even realized that because of the spiritmurdering
(Love, 2016; Williams, 1987) I was enduring, I had become disconnected
from the people and practices that sustain me. I was offered something
life-giving by Black women because rather than minimizing or ignoring my
exhaustion, my mentors held and protected me. I was surrounded by love
and encouragement as I began re-prioritizing my well-being. Surrounded
by their love, I began to let go of the guilt and shame I felt and embrace
healing as an abolitionist practice.

For me, healing justice has greatly influenced my personhood and lead-
ership approaches. Embodying healing justice is helping me move more
lovingly as I embrace healing as a lifelong endeavor that must be accom-
panied by our collective liberation (Ginwright, 2015; Greene, 2021). I
understand that my commitment to healing does not remove or even lessen
human suffering but rather helps me contextualize my personal and his-
torical trauma in ways that support me in granting myself and others deep
compassion. This has helped me pursue healing for the right reasons. Past
efforts to care for my mental health were short-lived because I was only
prioritizing my individual wellness so I could return to work. We deserve
love, healing, and revolutionary care simply because we exist. Healing is
a reclamation of our full humanity as we unlearn eurocentric perceptions
of wellness that encourage us to take up individualized, temporary, and
reactionary approaches to our well-being for productivity’s sake. My trials
have taught me that our healing must be centered on our holistic wellness
because although engagement in advocacy works to transform the systems
that harm us and can support our well-being, this labor takes an immense
toll on our bodymindspirit (hooks, 1991; Lara, 2005). This framing allows
me to notice how the communities I engage with are doing and make sure
we are honoring our bodymindspirit. This is important to transforming
environments so that holistic wellness guides how we engage in social jus-
tice work and how we show up in the world more broadly.

A LOVING INVITATION

Healing is a life-long endeavor and a loving invitation we can extend to
ourselves and our communities every day. I am on the continued journey of
becoming undone and made anew simultaneously, and I lovingly invite you
all to “put the cape down” and join me in:
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Learning to “let go”

A huge part of my healing journey has required me to become more intro-
spective and reflective about how my hyperindependence prevents me from
asking for support. I remember one evening in undergrad, my friend was in
my dorm room watching me attempt to do a million things at once. I had
just finished my midterm and was trying to create an agenda for my student
organization meeting before we headed out to grab dinner and go to work.
As I fumbled between stuffing my belongings in my backpack and creating
a mental list for my organization’s meeting, my friend’s question caught me
by surprise. She simply asked, “Why can’t you ask someone on the execu-
tive board to lead the meeting?” Truthfully, that was not even something that
I had considered. I am constantly unlearning my hyper-independence and
acknowledging that my ability to carry out tasks at the detriment of my own
health is nothing to be proud of. I am learning how to pause to notice my
capacity. I am learning how to truly lean into the community. I am learning
that I do not have to “hold it down” and that by “letting go,” I can be transpar-
ent about my capacity and wellness (Greene et al., 2021).

BEING IN COMMUNITY AS RITUAL

bell hooks (2000) powerfully reminds us that “Rarely, if ever, are any of us heal-
ing in insolation. Healing is an act of communion (p. 215). Healing is a sacred,
communal act. These antiblack systems are designed to individualize, isolate,
and remove us from life-giving, community-oriented spaces. If you are anything
like me, in order to embrace and enjoy community means, you have to release
westernized understandings of time. Being in community is an ancestral practice
that is rooted in disrupting time. Ways we engage in this every day is by breaking
bread with family and listening to music with friends. Being in community, by
nature, helps us pause and focus on the “state of one’s spirit” (Somé, 1997, p. 26).
When we feel like we do not have “time,” we are moving through the world at
a speed that is unnatural to our bodies. When we engage in community as a
ritual, we notice the importance of moving at the pace of our bodymindspirit
and actively reject productivity culture alongside our loved ones.

GIVING YOURSELF GRACE

While (re)committing to rest and healing is necessary for the survival of our
spirits, I also recognize that this journey will be difficult as we navigate a world
that renders us as nonhuman (Dumas, 2016). So as you “put the cape down”
and encourage others to join you, please remember how sacred this journey
is. Choosing yourself amidst the violence of empire and white supremacy is
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one of the most radical and loving commitments you can make. Remind your-
self every day that you are unlearning and embodying new practices while
navigating the traumatic realities of white supremacy. Each day is an opportu-
nity to try out the nourishing practices of self-preservation and move beyond
hypocritical and restrictive framings that are designed to make you feel like
you either “failed” or “succeeded.” We are more complex than those labels,
and healing as practice opens us up to the continuous grace we deserve.

In the words of Audre Lorde, “Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is
self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare,” and because of the
support of Black women’s ancestral knowledge around healing as a justice-
oriented practice, I am continuing to learn that caring for myself is actually
one of the deepest forms of communal care.
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